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ADAPTATION OF MODERN CHRISTIANITY TO THE 
PEOPLE OF THE ORIENT 



J. W. BASHFORD 
Peking, China 



First: Christianity comes to all men in an oriental garb. All 
Western men must first orient themselves to understand Christianity. 
Theologians of the Western world have made the blunder of treat- 
ing the Book of parables and of figurative language as if it were a 
textbook of theology, and have thus made it teach some views which 
the writers never dreamed of holding. It is a truism to say that the 
oriental world is already oriented and finds itself at home in the 
language of the Bible. Countless customs which need explanation 
to a Western child are plain to every child of the East. During 
the last nine years of travel and residence in China we have marked 
over two hundred passages in the Bible, unfamiliar to Westerners, 
which are illustrated by daily life in the Far East. The first ele- 
ment in the adaptation of Christianity to the Orient is found in the 
fact that the Bible is oriental. 

Second: The second element in the adaptation of Christianity 
to the Orient and especially to the Far East is found in the tacit 
assumption of one supreme God not only throughout the Moham- 
medan world but by Laotze and by Confucius. The theism of 
both Laotze and Confucius may well be challenged. But the early 
sages of China down to, and including, Laotze, Confucius, and 
Mendus teach that all men are in a universe of law and order; that 
if men follow the highest light which they have, and deal justly 
and love mercy, they will find themselves rewarded in this world and 
in the next; but that if they are guilty of oppression and injustice 
or of self-indulgence they will find themselves punished in time and 
in eternity. It must be confessed that the religious practices of 
the Far East today are full of superstition. But Confucianism, on 
its older and better side, is largely a system of morality somewhat 
similar to that of the Old Testament; and we are inclined to think 
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that the Confudanists of today are as well prepared for the gospel 
as were the scribes and Pharisees in the days of Christ. Surely, we 
belittle God if we imagine that he has left the majority of the 
human race without any light and without any help for century 
after century until we Christians in our benevolence come to their 
relief . Upon the contrary, Christ is the true light which lighteth 
every man coming into the world. God surely has loved the 
Chinese else he would not have made so many of them. And a 
fair view of Confucianism together with the best elements of Taoism 
and Buddhism results in the conviction that God has been striving 
through these providential agencies to prepare the Chinese for the 
gospel of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. This providential 
preparation for the gospel is the element on the far side in the 
adaptation of Christianity to the Orient. 

Third: The watchword of evolution is "survival"; and"survival" 
is used first, and always by materialistic evolutionists, in the sense 
of the survival of the individuals engaging in the struggle for exist- 
ence. Christians have failed to recognize how fully the struggle for 
individual survival is justified, not only by nature, but by the words 
of Christ. If we do not love ourselves, how much are we com- 
manded to love our neighbors ? But while the law of self-preserva- 
tion is found in nature and in the Bible, it is by no means the highest 
principle of the New Testament. Even the law of self-perfection 
while distinctly enjoined by Christ looks forward to possibilities 
of service as well as of blessedness: "For their sakes I sanctify 
myself." Hence, if evolution is itself to survive and become the 
philosophy of further progress, survival must be taken, not in the 
narrow sense of the selfish survival of the individual, but in the 
broader sense of the survival of at least the species to which the 
individual belongs, and possibly the survival of every useful species. 
Hence, even Spencer, the first to proclaim that Darwin's Origin 
of Species gave utilitarianism a scientific basis, wrote before his 
death that altruism is no less essential and primordial in the 
universe than egoism. Huxley, who began as the strongest 
English champion of materialistic evolution changed so far as to 
recognize at least two forms of evolution, cosmical evolution and 
ethical evolution; and he believed that ethical evolution as the 
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later and higher form is destined to prevail. Despite all that a 
materialistic science may claim in regard to the selfishness of trees 
and vegetables driving their roots far and wide into the soil and lift- 
ing their heads above all other growth in order that each one may 
secure individual nourishment, the deepest law of the vegetable 
kingdom is the law of fruit- and seed-bearing — "each bearing 
fruit after its kind." Seed- and fruit-bearing are never for the 
benefit of the individual plant or tree, but for the benefit of the 
species. So in the animal kingdom the deepest law is the law 
of motherhood by which the species is preserved and increased. 
So fundamental is this law in the human kingdom that God has 
brought life to the globe, not by individual creation, but through 
the family, in order that in the family man might develop the 
social instincts and the passion for service along with the instinct 
for self-preservation. Above the family is the nation. "The 
powers that be are ordained of God"; and the nation, like the 
family, is a divine institution whereby God calls us out of the 
narrower love of the family and clan into the broader love of our 
nation and our race. Above the nation is the church; and the 
church also is a divine institution by which God calls us out of the 
narrower love of our nation or our race into the broader love of 
humanity as a whole. Indeed, one of the great discoveries of mod- 
ern science is the discovery that disease is due to the invasion of one 
species by another almost infinitely smaller species, and that a 
second infinitesimal species may be introduced into the system to 
overcome the invading species. Thus the evolutionary struggle 
is not between individuals, but between species. But in this 
struggle between species, between groups, between nations, and 
between races a second law emerges, viz., that the victory depends, 
not upon the selfish struggle of the individual for the preservation 
of its own life, but upon the willingness of the individual to sacrifice 
its own life for the group. 

This law of survival in proportion to service was embodied by 
Christ in his statement, "He that saveth his life shall lose it and he 
that loseth his life for my sake shall save it." Mohammedanism 
triumphed over Hinduism in India because polytheism deified the 
passions demanding the worship by the same person of gods who 



392 THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF THEOLOGY 

were the embodiments of conflicting passions and thus prevented the 
development of any strong individuality, whereas Mohammedanism 
with its one God developed far stronger individuals than did 
the polytheism which it supplanted. Confucianism triumphed in 
China because it was of so much greater service than the super- 
stitions which it supplanted that those who adopted it survived 
and those who rejected it perished. So Christianity which reveals 
not simply the might of God but also the love of God; Christianity 
whose supreme law is love manifested by service, just in proportion 
as it embodies the principles of its founder, is proving to be the 
power of God unto salvation to the pagan races. Exactly the same 
consideration which will lead China to select certain Western grains 
because they yield more than the native seeds; the same motive 
which already has impelled them to adopt railways, the telegraph, 
and Western machinery because these bring them tenfold more in 
returns than their own crude instruments of toil — this same con- 
sideration will lead them to choose Christianity above Confucianism 
and above Mohammedanism simply because Christianity will 
preserve the race in the struggles of the twentieth century, whereas 
these more imperfect faiths will leave the nation to perish. In a 
word, the adaptation of Christianity to the Orient is due to the 
fact that it renders to the Orient the highest possible service. 

Fourth: There are two points in which occidental Christianity, 
or, as we prefer to say, the churches of the Western world, is not 
adapted to the Orient. As mentioned in the opening paragraph, 
occidental Christianity has built up a ponderous system of theology 
based upon logic which sometimes contradicts the spirit of the Bible 
and which will never appeal to the masses of the Orient. Indeed, 
our theological systems do not appeal to the masses of the Occident. 
The Western churches must return to the simplicity of the gospel 
and present Christianity more fully after the manner of Christ if 
they would gain a strong and speedy hold upon the Orient. Another 
and more serious difficulty in occidental Christianity is our division 
into sects. It is significant that Christ in his last prayer for the 
church mentioned four times in a few sentences his desire for unity 
and twice states as the reason for that desire, "that the world may 
know that thou hast sent me." It is a great satisfaction to know 
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that most of the Protestant churches working in the Far East are 
more closely united on the mission field than in the homeland. 
But we must carry co-operation to a much higher point — the Chris- 
tian churches working in the Orient must co-ordinate and articulate 
all their hospital, philanthropic, educational, and ecclesiastical work, 
if they are to convince the Orient speedily that they represent a 
divine power working for the uplif t of these peoples. 

Fifth: Above all, the adaptation of Christianity to the Orient 
is due to the life of God in the soul of man mediated through Jesus 
Christ. No other religion at all compares with Christianity in this 
respect. Explain it as we may and even though it remain inexplic- 
able, the fact is indisputable that those fully surrendering them- 
selves to Christ in loving trust find an abounding, overflowing life 
in him which is the soul's highest satisfaction: 

'Tis life of which our nerves are scant; 
More life and fuller, that we want. 

It is in this experience of the forgiveness of God, it is in this deliver- 
ance from the fatalities of evil in which a materialistic science and 
all pagan religions alike leave the soul, that we become free persons, 
not mere things or links in an unbroken chain; and this experience 
is peculiar to Christianity. We think that Christ leads the soul to 
make the necessary sacrifice and effort and to achieve union with 
God and win lif e from him through four doctrines which are peculiar 
to Christianity: the fatherhood of God, the atonement, the resur- 
rection, and Pentecost. If the soul is to experience the fulness of 
the divine life it must know God not only as an eternal Judge but 
as a loving Father; it must experience through the atonement the 
putting-away of its sins; it must be convinced not only that such 
a love as culminated in Calvary deserved to triumph but did 
triumph, which the resurrection alone makes clear, and it must feel 
that through Pentecost this living God is present in the hearts of 
men, reinforcing our enfeebled personalities with its infinite power. 
We submit that neither Confucianism, Buddhism, nor Moham- 
medanism claims to furnish the soul the knowledge of the father- 
hood of God, the experience of sins forgiven, the assurance of love's 
triumph, or the witness of the Spirit with our spirits that we are 
children of God — all of which combined pour the fife of God into 
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the soul of man. So Matthew Arnold, who surely was not guilty 
of a narrow orthodoxy or of injustice to alien faiths, in speaking of 
Paul dying with Christ to the life of the flesh and living with Christ 
in the life of the Spirit, wrote: 

It is in Christendom that according to the providence of God this power 
has been exhibited, not indeed either adequately or exclusively, but most 
fully. In the religions of the East the idea of the death to the fleshly self, as 
the end of the merely human and the beginning of a divine life, has not been 
wanting. But there it has never been realized in action either intellectually 
or morally. It has not issued in such a struggle with the superficial view of 
things as has gradually constituted the science of Christendom. It has had 
no outlet into the life of charity, but a back way always open into a life of 
license, and has finally been mechanized in the artificial vacancy of the dervish 
or fakir. 

So the philosopher Green, after calling attention to the fact that 
death to the old self and life in God constitute a group of conceptions 
united by St. Paul and still more deeply and widely extended by 
St. John, adds: "These belong to the length and depth and height 
of the gospel." So the actual historical mediation of the life of 
God in the soul of man through Jesus Christ is the church's highest 
contribution to the pagan world, and the resurrection and Pentecost 
are the largest terms in the adaptation of Christianity to the Orient. 



